From the Guest Editors by Ali, A & Werner, S
  
 
 
 
Special Issue: Stigma and bullying in individuals with intellectual 
disabilities 
 
From the Guest Editors 
 
Afia Ali & Shirli Werner, 
Guest editors 
 
Afia Ali, 
Division of Psychiatry, 
University College London, 
6th floor, Maple House, 
149 Tottenham Court Road, 
London W1T 7NF 
afia.ali@ucl.ac.uk 
 
Shirli Werner 
Head, Center for Disability Studies 
Paul Baerwald School of Social Work and Social Weflare 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem 
Mount Scopus, 91905, Jerusalem 
Israel 
Shirli.werner@mail.huji.ac.il 
  
 
 
 
We would like to welcome our readers to the special issue of the Journal of Mental Health 
Research in Intellectual Disabilities on: Stigma and bullying in individuals with intellectual 
disabilities. In this issue we explore the experiences of stigma and bullying and its  
associations with mental  wellbeing. This special issue complements the 2012 special issue 
on: Maltreatment of individuals with Intellectual Disabilities (issues 5(1) and 5(2)). We have 
decided to re-visit this highly important and relevant subject, as although some progress has 
been made in promoting the rights and welfare of people with intellectual disabilities, we 
have only touched the surface. We hope that this special issue stimulates further thought 
and action.   The articles featured cover stigma and discrimination in a number of fields from 
education, health and social care services and the internet, which is evidence for the 
pervasive nature of such concepts. 
Negative societal attitudes towards individuals with intellectual disabilities are known to be 
widespread across continents, countries and cultures fuelled by misconceptions about 
aetiology, diagnosis and competence of people with intellectual disabilities (Edwardraj et al., 
2010; Scior, 2015, Siperstein et al., 2011).  Research has highlighted a lack of awareness 
within the general public of the term of intellectual disabilities (Scior, Potts & Furnham, 
2013). In addition, common stereotypes include the belief that people with intellectual 
disability are incapable of leading “normal” lives such as being able to work, having 
relationships and children, and living independently.  
Negative societal beliefs can be a barrier to the social inclusion of people with intellectual 
disability in society, leading to inequalities in accessing healthcare, education, housing and 
employment (Scior & Werner, 2016). In many countries, children with intellectual disabilities 
have no or limited access to education and when education is provided, it is often within 
segregated settings (UNESCO, 2015). In addition, despite the widespread change towards 
deinstitutionalization in most western countries, large scale institutions for people with 
intellectual disabilities, nevertheless, remain a norm in some countries. Being educated or 
residing in such settings may be associated with stigma, shame and embarrassment. 
Saldhana and colleagues discuss the impact of “special education” and labelling on the lives 
of homeless youth using a qualitative study design employing “direct scribing” and narrative 
ethnography. The youths describe the negative impact of being labelled, the lack of 
perceived benefits of “special education” and experiences of stigma and bullying. 
Beyond public stigma and stigma within school settings, research has shown that lack of 
knowledge and negative attitudes also exist amongst professionals, including nurses and 
doctors (Hoglund, Lindgren, & Larrson, 2013; Werner et al., 2013). This finding is of concern 
as such stigma may impede access to appropriate diagnosis, treatment and care. Two 
manuscripts within this special edition aptly explore the attitudes of professionals toward 
individuals with intellectual disabilities. 
Spassiani and colleagues have conducted a qualitative study of individuals with intellectual 
disabilities, carers and support staff of their experiences of visiting the Emergency 
Department following a psychiatric crisis. They reported that participants felt dismissed or 
disrespected by staff at the Emergency Department and that staff were unable to adequately 
support the needs of this group, highlighting the continued need for education and training of 
workers. 
Werner and Araten-Bergman explore the views and perceptions of social workers in relation 
to three groups of people: people who have mental illness, people who have intellectual 
disabilities, and people who have a dual diagnosis of intellectual disabilities and mental 
illness. Over 150 social workers completed a questionnaire on attitudes. The study found 
that social workers were more likely to believe that mental illness was self-inflicted compared 
to people with intellectual disabilities. However, individuals with intellectual disabilities and 
mental illness were perceived to be more dangerous, and social workers were more likely to 
endorse coercive and restrictive practices towards this group. 
Both of these studies highlight how personal judgments pose a significant barrier to the 
social integration and inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities in society. 
Stigmatising attitudes can have devastating and deleterious consequences for individuals 
with intellectual disabilities and their families including exposure to bullying and victimisation. 
Bullying refers to a form of aggressive behaviour in which an imbalance of power exists 
between the bully and the victim, and can take many forms from teasing and name calling, 
damaging one’s reputation and belonging, to making threats and physically assaulting the 
individual. Studies consistently show that bullying experienced by children and adults with 
intellectual disabilities is highly prevalent (Emerson, 2010; Mencap, 1999). Bullying can have 
a profound impact on self-esteem and wellbeing of the individual who is being bullied (Ali et 
al., 2015; Emerson, 2010) 
Two of the manuscripts within this special issue focus on the experiences and impact of 
bullying. Using a qualitative design, Fisher and colleagues explore the understanding of 
bullying, experiences of and response to being bullied among individuals with William 
syndrome. They found that individuals did not only understood the concept of bullying, but 
they were often the victims of bullying. However, some individuals were able to resist 
bullying through self advocacy and promotion of their strengths. 
Wright and colleagues examine the relationship between face to face bullying, cyber-bullying 
and depression in adolescents with intellectual disabilities and how this relationship may be 
modified by social support. High levels of social support reduced the association between 
cyber-bullying and depression. The authors highlight the importance of support from parents 
and teachers and make recommendations for intervention and prevention strategies. 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities, ratified by 172 
countries, represents a major step in realising the rights of disabled people as equal and full 
citizens.  The Convention places a duty on states to increase awareness of stigma and to 
combat prejudice and discrimination. However, tackling discrimination against people with 
intellectual disabilities appears to be of lower priority compared to other disabilities (Scior et 
al., 2015).  The use of legislation to tackle social injustice and discrimination is a key priority.  
Hamdani and colleagues critically analyse a mental health strategy that is aimed at reducing 
stigma and discrimination among individuals with mental illness. They discuss how a focus 
on living independently and being in employment can in fact have unexpected 
consequences for, and could contribute to further stigmatisation of people with intellectual 
disabilities who may not be able to reach this goal,. They emphasise that promoting other 
ways of being included in society could help to reduce stigma. 
We would like to thank all the authors who have contributed to this special edition.  We have 
a wonderful mix of articles covering a range of different themes and perspectives, which we 
are certain will contribute to furthering our understanding of this very significant and pertinent 
topic. 
 
 
References 
Ali, A., King, M., Strydom, S., & Hassiotis, A. (2015). Self-reported stigma and symptoms of 
anxiety and depression in people with intellectual disabilities: Findings from a cross sectional 
study in England. Journal of Affective Disorders, 187, 224-231.  
 
Edwardraj, S., Mumtaj, K., Prasad, J.H., Kuruvilla, A., & Jacob, K.S. (2010). Perceptions 
about intellectual disability: A qualitative study from Vellore, South India. Journal of 
Intellectual Disability Research, 54,736-748.  
Emerson, E. (2010). Self-reported exposure to disablism is associated with poorer self-
reported health and well-being among adults with intellectual disabilities in England: A cross 
sectional survey. Public Health, 124, 682-689.  
Höglund, B., Lindgren, P., Larsson, M. (2013). Midwives' knowledge of, attitudes towards 
and experiences of caring for women with intellectual disability during pregnancy and 
childbirth: A cross-sectional study in Sweden. Midwifery, 29, 950-955  
Mencap (1999). Living in fear. London. Mencap. 
Scior, K., Hamid, A., Hastings, R., Werner, S., Belton, C., Laniyan, A., Patel, M., & Kett, M. 
(2015). Intellectual Disabilities: Raising Awareness and Combating Stigma- a Global Review.  
London: University College London. Available from /www.ucl.ac.uk/ciddr/publications 
 Scior, K., Potts, H.W., & Furnham, A.F. (2013). Awareness of schizophrenia and intellectual 
disability and stigma across ethnic groups in the UK. Psychiatry Research, 208, 125-130. 
Scior, K. & Werner, S. (2016).  Intellectual disability & stigma: Stepping out from the 
margins. London: Palgrave Macmillan.Siperstein, G.N., Parker, R.C., Norins, J., Widaman, 
K.F. (2011). A national study of Chinese youths' attitudes towards students with intellectual 
disabilities. Journal of Intellectual Disabilities Research, 55 370-384. 
UNESCO (2015). Fixing the broken promise of education for all. Montreal, Canada: 
UNESCO Institute for Statistics   
Werner, S., Stawski, M., Polakiewicz, Y., & Levav, I. (2013). Psychiatrists' knowledge, 
training and attitudes regarding the care of individuals with intellectual disability. Journal of 
Intellectual Disabilities Research, 57, 774-782. 
 
 
